CHINA CYCLE

we had not with us the necessary tools to fit it. For the rest
of that day's journey I was on the proverbial tenterhooks.
Every bump sent a cold shiver down my spine, as I unwillingly
strained my ears for the sharp crack which would announce
our ruin. To add to my worries I found we were in one of
the most deserted areas of all China, high rugged land, between
desert and jungle, no use to anybody, and we saw no other
vehicles. At one point there was a long row of hills, bare-out-
crops of rock, with the strata running horizontally so that they
looked like ruined, man-made Pyramids, yet older than the
human race. We ran over the tail of a python, a good fifteen
feet long, and its passionate writhings, the silent flickering of
that furious tail, turned my stomach so that in my seat I shied
like a horse. When night fell we were still feeling our way
gingerly over the unfriendly hills : but to cut short a story
which seemed very long at the time, the good steel held and
we came at last to a dark town where we unearthed the manager
of the bus station and, with a combination of bribery and
cajolery, got him to undertake the job of changing the spring
forthwith. Our driver worked all night and tomorrow we
were on our way again with lighter hearts.

We were in Kweichow now, a backward, out-of-the-way,
undeveloped province. Nobody ever bothered about Kwei-
chow very much. The land is consistently mountainous and
barren, so uninviting that much of it has been left to the
Miaos, who are another of the aboriginal tribes of China. High
up on the hillsides one could see their wretched huts, and fields
of stunted corn hacked desperately out of the rock. In the
valleys corn was the main crop. Kweichow had lived for years
on the poppies which were exported far and wide for the opium
pipes of China, but recent reforms had almost eliminated this
industry, and alternative crops had not made much progress.
An area almost equal to France was supporting a population
of only five or six millions, and of those very few were men of
any substance. Poor communications had assisted Nature's
poverty in keeping Kweichow out of the main line of progress.
The roads on which I was travelling had been built only after
my arrival in China ; before, the only way to get from
Kweiyang to the outer world was to walk, for there is hardly a
stream in all Kweichow capable of floating a canoe.
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